65C-28.007 Voluntary Licensed Out-of-Home Care.

(1) Voluntary Licensed Placement. 

(a) Before accepting a voluntary placement, the Services Worker shall conduct a thorough assessment of the circumstances. 

1. The assessment shall include identification of the family’s strengths and weaknesses, an evaluation of whether the family’s current situation is temporary in nature and shall provide a basis upon which a mutual decision regarding the child’s short-term placement out of the home can be made. 

2. A history of the family shall be reviewed, including prior abuse reports and prior out-of-home episodes, prior to considering a voluntary placement.

3. A child shall not be accepted for voluntary placement unless current circumstances clearly indicate an out-of-home care placement of three months or less is anticipated and no dependency issue exists.

(b) The Services Worker shall begin immediately to identify available social, physical health, mental health, educational, and other support services within the community that would enable the parent, guardian or relative to adequately provide for the child’s care. 

(c) The Services Worker shall, prior to considering placement in out-of-home care, assist the family in using and coordinating available services effectively, including the identification of relatives able to care for the child.

(d) The Services Worker shall provide for the child’s educational stability by determining if the child should remain in his or her current school during the time of the placement.

(2) Voluntary Medical Out-of-Home Care. If a child’s medical condition is such that the parent is unable to provide or arrange for necessary care for the child and the department or contracted service provider has determined the child would benefit from out-of-home care, the parent may apply for voluntary placement in licensed medical out-of-home care. Voluntary placement is contingent upon:

(a) The child having medical needs identified and medical foster care recommended by the Children’s Multidisciplinary Assessment Team (CMAT). Once medical foster care has been recommended, the Services Worker shall coordinate with the Medical Foster Care program in the local area regarding arrangements necessary to meet the child’s needs; and

(b) Vacancies in existing medical foster homes and the capacity of an available home to meet the needs of the child as determined by the medical out-of-home care program.

(3) Return of Child. When a parent or other legal custodian requests in writing the return of a child in voluntary licensed placement, the child shall be immediately released once it has been verified the person requesting custody of the child:

(a) Is the same person who placed the child into voluntary placement or is a person authorized by the person who placed the child into voluntary placement to receive custody of the child; and 

(b) Appears to present no risk of harm to the child. If there appears to be a threat, the Services Worker shall take the steps necessary to protect the child. The Services Worker shall immediately report allegations to the Florida Abuse Hotline.

(4) Voluntary Placement Agreement. When the child is placed into licensed out-of-home care voluntarily, the parent, legal guardian or relative requesting the placement and the department or contracted service provider shall enter into a written voluntary placement agreement, which at a minimum shall specify:

(a) The child’s date of birth;

(b) The rights, obligations and responsibilities of the parent, relatives, legal guardian, child, and the department or contracted service provider during the time the child is in placement, including the parent’s child support responsibilities;

(c) The conditions under which the agreement would be breached, modified, or terminated; and

(d) The parent’s, legal guardian’s or relative’s right to revoke the agreement and to request that the child be returned home or be placed in the home of a relative.

(5) Timeframes for voluntary licensed out-of-home length of stay.

(a) A child voluntarily placed may not remain in out-of-home care on a voluntary basis beyond ninety days unless the District/ Region or Zone Program Administrator, Lead Agency Executive Director or a designee has determined the specific circumstances of a child or family necessitates continued placement beyond three months and has given written authorization for continuance. However, a child may not remain voluntarily placed beyond 180 days.

(b) If a child placed voluntarily remains in care beyond ninety days, a judicial hearing shall take place within the first 180 days and the resulting court order shall include a judicial determination that the continued placement is in the child’s best interest and that reasonable efforts have been made to reunify the family. This judicial determination shall occur within 180 days of the voluntary service agreement.

(6) Requests for Court Action. When parents, legal guardian or relative who requested the placement request their child be returned to them from a voluntary out-of-home care placement, the child shall be released unless the department or contracted service provider seeks relief from the court. If the department or contracted service provider opposes or otherwise objects to the release of the child or reunification of the family, a judicial determination at a shelter detention hearing shall be obtained.
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